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Introduction
In the past decade, there has been a vast expansion and globalization of markets .

This "globalization demands that consumer researchers have experience and knowledge
about individual countries and international conditions" (Arnould et al, 2002). The
globalization of consumer research "demands that.. .researchers have experience and
knowledge about individual countries and international conditions ...meaningful synthesis
and comparison demands not just proficiency in statistical methods and languages but
insights into cultural differences" (Arnould et al, 2002) . What is important for marketers
to understand is the relationship between culture and product meanings. One important
area of meanings involves personal meanings such as those high involvement products
consumers might use to define who they are, such as jewelry. In Belk ' s famous essay
"Possessions and the Extended Self ', he concludes that we regard possessions as part of
ourselves, that we are what we own, what we have (Belk, 1988). Our possessions are a
manifestation of our characters. This paper seeks to expand cultural understanding of
personal possessions through analysis of the meanings that are transferred through the
consumption of jewelry in Romania.
Often the possession ofluxury goods, such as jewelry , is seen as an expression of
wealth . Past research suggests that a higher level of income indicates that a higher
portion of that income is dedicated to the purchase of luxury goods . This study explores
this relationship . In order to understand jewelry's meaning in Romania, seventeen
Romanians of differing genders, ages, and economic statuses, were asked a series of
questions about their jewelry consumption patterns. This paper describes these findings
and is organized as follows: the first section considers cultural meanings and behaviours.

The second section provides a brief history of the Romanian market and transitional
economies for background to a more in-depth discussion Romanian consumer behavior.
The third section considers the culture value of materialism and its impacts on consumer
behavior in transitional economies. The fourth section overviews the impact of
collectivism on Romanian society's consumption patterns, as well as cohort effects, is
considered. The final sections present findings and a general biography of a piece of
jewelry in Romania.
Cultural Meanings and Behaviors

The traditional view of the effect of culture of consumer behavior is relatively
linear. In other words, "culture is viewed as a rather unchanging background for
behavior and consumption patterns" (Amould et al, 2002). But, in the past decade there
has emerged a view which states that culture is understood through blueprints, that is,
" .. . frameworks for action and understanding that enable one to operate in a manner
acceptable to other members" (Amould et al, 2002). These blueprints are constructed
using both cultural categories and cultural principles (Amould et al, 2002). Cultural
categories organize time, space, nature, and the human community. Examples of cultural
categories are age, gender, class, and ethnicity. These categories are dynamic. Cultural
principles are the values and norms that allow things to be grouped, classified, and
interrelated. Together, categories and principles have significant influence over cultural
blueprints.
Frameworks vary from culture to culture, but they always include language,
norms (unspoken rules that govern behavior), values, objects, myths, symbols, and
rituals. Blueprints are drawn from a variety of sources; they are a master plan that brings
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broad cultural and personal values together . One way that cultural categories are found is
through objects, especially consumers' possessions, because they are observable and
tangible evidence of blueprints for action and interpretation. In other words, objects
make cultural meanings concrete. Consumers' ways of moving through the stages of
consumption -- acquiring, using, and disposing of objects facilitate the acting out cultural
blueprints. These stages reflect the life of an object in a manner analogous to a personal
biography. Thus, one can learn about objects by examining a product biography.
A product's biography can make clear what may otherwise remain obscure. An
in-depth analysis of jewelry consumption, and an examination of jewelry's consumption
biography, allows one to understand more fully cultural blueprints associated with this
product. To provide context, a general discussion of Romanian history, people, and
culture is outlined to set the stage for a more in-depth insight into consumer behavior in
Romania.
History of the Romanian Market
Although Romania achieved national unity in 1918, in 1945, only 27 years later,
Nicolaie Ceau~escu took power and introduced Romania into 44 years of forcibly
imposed Communist rule . Until the people's revolution in 1989, which ended
Communist rule , Romanians were repressed psychologically, politically, and
economically (http ://www.ici.ro /romania/history /). With the fall of communism in 1989,
governmentally protected economies began to liberalize . And, with its hopeful induction
into the European Union in 2007, there is now a vital push in Romania for privatization
of state-owned industries. However, the large influx of foreign investment led to a long
period of inflation, the effects of which are still being felt today (Arnould et al, 2002).
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Studies of cultural and economic stages of development, the general meaning of
materialism, and how materialism is used to provide a sense of self, will all aid in the
understanding of how jewelry consumption provides tangible evidence of cultural
blueprints.
Stages of Development
The dramatic inflation experienced in Romania has "led to the erosion of
consumers' standards of living and the loss of guaranteed employment" (Arnould et al,
2002). This has been felt in many transitional economies in Eastern and Central Europe.

In response to this decrease in income, many consumers have decreased consumption or
acquired second jobs to afford the level of consumption they were used to under the
Communist regime .

It would be logical to conclude that, as Engel's law states , as real income
decreases , so does the share of income devoted to the consumption of luxury products .
Nevertheless, it has been demonstrated that often , as Romanians ' income decreases, the
consumption of luxury goods ironically increases. Apparently, "consumers in
transitional economies have been denied things for such a long time that there is a large
demand for consumer products" (Arnould et al, 2002).
While, in Western Europe there is a definite trend to spend money on recreational
experiences and on protecting the environment, Eastern Europeans have not yet fully met
their lower-level physiological and safety and security needs. It might be expected, then,
that Eastern Europeans would spend the bulk of their incomes on food and shelter;
however , this is not the case. Contrary to Engel, evidence suggests that although the
trend in Western Europe seems to be an increased spending on recreational experiences
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as well as a focus on "green" products and practices, consumers in Eastern Europe "first
want to taste the privileges of a better standard of living before they work to save the
planet" (Arnould et al, 2002) . One finds that Romanians are more interested in and
devoted to securing and increasing material wealth (rather than quality of life) because
they have less of it. Thus, because of their long history of repression, they appear to be
inclined to buy luxury items, despite their current relative poverty.
Materialism
Today, Romanians are prone to conspicuous consumption due to the value shift
experienced in this transitional economy . A recent study of four cultures (Romania,
Turkey, the USA, and Western Europe), in which numerous people were asked questions
regarding the materialistic nature of each culture, found that people in all cultures attach
material possessions to happiness. The study defines materialism as "the importance a
consumer attaches to worldly possessions or a consumption-based orientation to
happiness seeking" (Ger and Belk, 1999). This would confirm the aforementioned
proposition that Romanians are consuming more to achieve some form of happiness in
order to make up for the happiness they did not find during the Communist era.
In fact, the study shows that "high levels of materialism ... can be found in places

experiencing an explosion of new consumer goods and culture such as Romania ... [and
they] focus more on tangible evidence of consumer wealth such as consumer electronics
and cars" (Ger and Belk, 1999). Again, this suggests that people in post-communist
societies tend toward conspicuous consumption as evidence of wealth.
It has been shown that often conspicuous consumption and display of luxury

goods and services "is a frequent by-product of economic development" (Arnould et al,
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2002) and Kemmelmeier finds that "cultures that do not have access to many resources
tend to endorse values aimed at securing and increasing material wealth . Yet as the
affluence of a culture increases, individuals within a culture need not be as concerned
with the material basis of their existence and nonmaterialist values emerge that indicate a
growing concern for quality of life over the satisfaction of material needs"
(Kemmelmeier et al 2002, 258-259). Consequently, the rational idea of Engel does not
hold. Rather, one must appreciate the subjective, symbolic notion of materialism; that is,
one must recognize the personal, along with the economic, meaning an object might
possess.
Materialism Provides a Sense of Self
Paradoxically, although Ger and Belk found that most people profess to consider
materialism to be inherently bad or evil, growing levels of acquisition and consumption,
especially in transitional economies, prove that ownership of things is seen as the path to
happiness (Ger and Belk , 1999). In fact, while "informants saw materialism as a false
path to happiness via consumption, a weakness arising from insecurity, a harmful
competition for status through possessions, and a valuation of things over people ... most
of those studied had personal consumption patterns and aspirations that, seen from a
distance, appear as highly materialistic" (Ger and Belk, 1999).
The study shows how people "legitimate their materialistic consumption [and] the
major excuses are that external forces compel [materialism], that it is the way of the
modem world, or that they deserve it due to prior deprivations or as a reward for success"
(Ger and Belk, 1999). Thus , it appears that past scarcity makes materialism and
conspicuous consumption more palatable for consumers and society at large.
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Combining Romanian History with Cultural Findings

Before the revolution in 1989 people in Romania and other communist-ruled
countries could get along with relatively few material goods because no one had
excessive amounts of material goods. Today, with an ever widening gap between the rich
and the poor, however, people with fewer material possessions feel they could be happier
with more. Because of increased foreign investment and foreign goods in Romania, there
is a rising desire to display wealth through the consumption of these goods. Romanians
have associated "such consumption with ambition, success, and empowerment" and
those associations are what "make [materialism] seem admirable, alluring, even
enviable" (Ger and Belk, 1999) to Romanians. And, with the opening of the economy,
especially with the 2007 induction into the European Union, it is presumed there will be
even more ways to acquire goods.
Collectivism vs. Individualism

Collectivism versus individualism is a fundamental value used to classify
cultures. In individualistic societies of North America and Western Europe, the
main focus is on personal identity. In contrast, the collectivist culture would
focus less on independence and autonomy than on interdependence, less on
personal identity than on ingroup identity , less on self-reliance than on solidarity
with one's extended family and in-groups (Lee et al, 1999, 353). Possessions can
be used to either to indicate membership in certain consumption communities or
make personal individualistic statements.
Individualist societies, therefore, place importance upon self, "allow a large
degree of freedom, and everybody is expected to take care of themselves and their

nuclear family" (Manrai et al, 2001). In contrast, collectivist societies are more focused
on the group, and "individuals are expected to watch after the interests of their in-group
and to hold only those opinions and beliefs sanctioned by the group" (Kale and Barnes,
1992).
A cross-cultural comparison of style in Eastern European countries suggests that
the aforementioned increasing exposure to Western brands, advertising, and values after
the fall of communism, have greatly affected and initiated change in consumer values in
Eastern European countries. A study recently performed shows that, in transitional
economies, formerly collectivist values are being replaced by more individualist attitudes
when it comes to fashion (Manrai et al, 2001 ). Although in the 1970s Romania's
Ceau~escu communist regime was open to Western influences (against the requests of the
Soviet system), the 1980s brought a severe Soviet-induced policy of isolation from
Western investment and influence. This isolation was so strict that "the government
instituted stringent norms for behavior, reinforcing collectivist behavior and singling out
cases for attacking individualist behavior" (Manrai et al, 2001 ). Obviously this severe
isolationist regime led to the collectivist attitudes and consumer values that were adopted
then and are apparent in today's society.

Cohort Effects
There is a distinct difference between the consumer values displayed in different
age cohorts. Understanding these cohort effects can lead to a better prediction of
changing cultural blueprints. In Romania, a cohort analysis indicates that, due to
historical influences, the older generation exhibits values very different from those
exhibited by the younger generation - the generation not acutely aware of what was
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imposed on society less than two decades ago. Those younger individuals are "less likely
to conform to social norms ... [and] also more likely to be individualistic" (Manrai et al,
2001) because they have been more exposed to Western culture and values during their
lives. Older individuals in Romania are more likely to be collectivist in their consumer
behavior because for most, if not all of their lives "conformity was enforced strictly, and
possession and consumption of Western goods was not a common practice ... [they] have
learned to keep a low profile, shun extravagant or expressive dressing in order to avoid
social punishment and ridicule. They still remain conformist in their behavior" (Manrai
et al, 2001 ). These findings are substantiated in this research of jewelry consumption in
Romania .
Study of Jewelry Consumption in Romania

Due to its political history, present economic situation, and changing cultural
values, Romania presents an interesting case for consideration. Romania's political
history has both opened and closed individual expression . Thus , both values might exist
in the culture. Romania's present economic situation suggests money is often spent on
luxuries rather than necessities. Cultural values expressed in Romania imply that
materialism is finding a place among all age cohorts.
The research performed herein is exploratory. The research question answered is
whether Romanian culture influences the consumption of jewelry or if the consumption
of jewelry has influenced or changed Romanian culture and consumption values. The
findings may include both of the aforementioned cases.
Because of locational constraints and internet availability, convenient samples
were used. Only those who have access to the internet were sent surveys about their
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jewelry consumption patterns. Identification of respondents was difficult, and so
interviews were conducted only with people personally known to me. There was a
considerable snowball effect - possibly due to a desire to please me, many respondents
sent friends of theirs the survey, and those people responded eagerly as well. Seventeen
emails were sent. Only two people did not respond at all. The ages of the informants
ranged from 16 to 80 years old; however, the majority of the respondents were in their
early 20s.
After translating and compiling the interview responses, I interpreted them with
the help of Dr. Hartman. We discussed Romanian culture and history relating that to why
certain people possibly answered the way they did . We considered demographics
(mainly age and gender) as a source of differentiation in answers. We also discussed and
analyzed consumer behavior trends in transitional economies, and related those findings
to jewelry consumption in Romania. This thesis is a compilation of all the research I
have performed to this point. I continue to research Romanian culture as the need arises
to explain my findings. The research process is, indeed, iterative.
Product Biographies

All individuals have a biography: where a person is born, physical characteristics,
attitudes and moral values, where one lives throughout his/her life, one's education and
career, and where he/she dies. To learn about a person "one may construct a typical
biographical model from randomly assembled biographical data" (Kopytoff, 66). In the
same vein, "we construct meanings for material objects in ways similar to how we
construct meanings for people; over time we get to know them as individuals. Selfextension processes decommodify, singularize, and personalize particular material
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objects symbolizing autobiographical meanings" (Kleine et al, 2004).
Informants were asked to give a biography of a favorite piece of jewelry. They
were asked to tell everything they could remember or articulate about how it came into
life, how it became a part of their lives, and how they expect it will end. A biography of
a piece of jewelry in Romania "can make salient what might otherwise remain obscure"
(Kopytoff, 66) . An inexpensive silver ring, for example, might begin its biography at a
state-owned jewelry shop on a busy street in Bucharest. A 19 year old girl buys it for her
best friend's twenty-first birthday. She presents it to her best friend with little packaging,
but a great deal of love and friendship and expects her best friend to wear it every day to
remind herself of her best friend. The friend does so, and every time someone comments
on it, she tells them from whence she received it and that she thinks it brings her luck.
She wears the ring until she has her own children, at which point she gives it as a gift to
her own daughter, when her daughter turns twenty-one, and the ring turns into a priceless
heirloom for the women of the family.
Research Questions
In the interviews of seventeen native Romanians, I asked five questions:
1. What is your favorite piece of jewelry?
2. Where did you get your favorite piece of jewelry?
3. If you received this jewelry from someone other than
yourself, how do you know the person who gave it to you?
When/what was the occasion?
4. Why is it important to you?
5. What do you plan to do with it?
The answers to these questions elicit personal meanings covering the acquisition, use, and
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disposal stages of the circle of consumption. They also help to understand the cultural
blueprints (values and norms) in Romania.
In more than half of the responses, people chose a ring as their favorite piece of
jewelry. Some chose wedding rings (both men who responded to the questions said that a
wedding band is the only piece of jewelry they wear on a regular basis) and others said
they highly value a ring that denotes religious significance . All but one respondent who
favored a ring said that their favorite jewelry is silver. In response to a follow-up
question , a respondent noted that silver is lucky, while gold is not. Also, three
respondents said they liked silver better than gold, even though gold is more expensive
than silver. This leads to the conclusion that Romanians place more importance upon
symbolic, rather than material, value. Besides rings, the other most often favored piece
of jewelry was earrings .
All respondents except one said they received their favorite pieces of jewelry
from someone else close to them - parents and grandparents, a best friend, coworkers, or
a spouse. This tendency to give and receive gifts within one ' s reference group proves
that Romania is still a mostly collectivist society because people's most prized
possessions are goods they received from others in their ingroups . In relation to gift
giving , " ...the tangible goods or services obtained are deemphasized in favor of the
meanings or feelings evoked by the goods and services" (Arnould et al, 2002) . This idea
of gift giving deserves further research and study.
All the respondents who said they got their favorite pieces of jewelry from
someone else said they wore the jewelry to feel more connected to the giver . Instead of
buying jewelry to reward themselves, to show of that it was designed by themselves, or to
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make a political or fashion statement, they are given jewelry and wear it to feel connected
to others. Indeed, "many of our deepest attachments to possessions flow from past or
present relationships the possessions represent. Possession attachments often designate
'who I am connected with' or 'how we are connected"' (Kleine, Kleine, and Allen,
1995). The respondent who is 80 years old displayed the most collectivist attitude, as she
discussed only jewelry that had been given to her by her spouse. Her spouse is her ingroup, or the group to which she desires to belong and feel connected. This attitude is
reminiscent of the previous age cohort discussion.
Only one respondent said that she chose the jewelry herself according to her own
tastes and preferences. This respondent is female, 21 years old, and of upper-middle
socioeconomic class. She is very fashion-conscious and has been highly exposed to
Western culture. One can therefore attribute her more individualistic attitudes and
consumer values to her exposure to Western values, younger age, and more affluent
social status.
Jewelry is a template for interpretation; a ring could mean one is married,
graduated from high school, Catholic, Mormon, etc. Many of the respondents conveyed
that they were given the jewelry for special occasions - a birthday, wedding, or
anniversary. These types of cultural transitions are marked by exchange rituals, or, gift
giving . They symbolize a change in social status such as graduation from high school, a
wedding, or a change in religion; "ritual goods are indispensable to the meaning of a
ritual experience and are used to communicate symbolic messages" (Amould et al, 2002).
Rings are, therefore, a type of ritual artifact. These gifts that mark a cultural transition
are influenced by cultural values, but are also likely to influence self-image as well as
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purchase and consumption behavior.
A few respondents said they received their favorite piece of jewelry as a friendly
gift, but for no special occasion . Although this would not mark a cultural transition, any
gift is a "ritualized offering that frequently represent connections to other people"
(Arnould et al, 2002). This would again prove that Romania is a predominantly
collectivist society because respondents refer to their ingroups as sources of the most
meaningful and prized gifts.
The majority of respondents noted that the gift reminded the receiver of the giver
or it had sentimental value. This is because "gift receipt more often is associated with
strong attachments than weak attachments. Attachment forms because the gift stands for
an important or valued relationship, even when the recipient dislikes the gift" (Kleine,
Kleine, and Allen, 1995); "frequently, items such as ...jewelry, and other possessions
appear on cherished possession lists representing relationships with others" (Kleine et al,
2004).
Often , luck was also noted as another reason the piece of jewelry was important to
the respondent. Those who reported luck as an explanation of importance said that silver
brought luck but gold did not. In one case, a respondent said she disposed of a piece of
gold jewelry because it did not bring her luck like her other silver jewelry. Romanians
are a highly superstitious people and therefore, linking luck to jewelry is not uncommon.
Also, "attachment possessions, laden with personal, deeply emotional meanings are
extraordinary, mysterious, and emotion evoking rather than merely functional" (Belk,
1992). Because of an extraordinary attachment to a piece of jewelry, the jewelry can take
on a mysterious quality that could include, but is not limited to, luck.
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Lastly, respondents said that their jewelry was important to them because of
religious significance. Again, this is proof of a collectivist society - religion represents a
group to which a consumer desires to belong. Consumption of religious jewelry verifies
that one belongs to that group.
Often respondents emphasized that their jewelry did not cost much, but that cost
was not important to them. To the Romanians, the most important aspect of their jewelry
was its sentimental value. This proves that "many of people's most meaningful
possessions are not marketplace commodities at all, but things without much monetary
value, such as heirlooms received from parents, photographs of family and
friends ...meaning [is] the value in use to the consumer, that is, the extent to which the
consumer holds something dear, as distinct from a product's price, cost, and other
measures of marketplace value" (Arnould et al, 2002).
All informants except one said that they would give the jewelry to their children.
One person , however , said that if she did not have children she would be buried with her
jewelry. Yet again, consumption of jewelry emphasizes the collectivist nature of the
Romanian culture because "heirlooms ...symbolize deep meanings of family and selfcontinuity that are passed from one generation to the next [and] heirlooms that become
attachments reflect familial associations defining who a person is" (Curasi 1999; Price,
Arnould, and Curasi 2000).
Limitations

A main limitation of this study is that I know 13 of the 17 respondents personally.
This may lead to some bias in the reports and findings because many of the respondents
are eager to please me, as many of them see me as an influential person in their lives .
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However, while personal association creates bias, it also lead to increased trust and
openness among the respondents.
Also , as emails were sent back with answers to a set of five questions, I translated
most of them , three informants responded in English, from Romanian to English. This
could also lead to some bias in the conclusions because although I am fluent in
Romanian, some meanings and innuendos could have been missed . There was no
opportunity for back translation or member checking .
There are always limitations when conducting intemationai consumer research
and "it is important to remember that differences in the sociocultural environment and
other environmental factors may lead to differences in the formation of perceptions,
attitud es, preferences , choices, and behaviors" (Arnould et al, 2002) . Amould lists five
major limitations of cross-cultural research:
1. Questions used in one cultural context may not be relevant
in another cultural context.
2. The explicit meaning of a word, its denotation, may differ
between cultures.
3. Connotative meanings may be different.
4. Respondents in various cultures may have different
experiences with and fluency in research techniques.
5. Research techniques rely on collecting verbal information .
Because I lived in Romania for eighteen months, working with Romanians every
day while there, and because I have researched Romanian history and economics for over
one year, I feel confident that I have exceptional insights into Romanian consumer
behavior. My experience with, knowledge of, and access to Romania and Romanians
enabled me to address some of these limitations in doing cross-cultural research .
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Therefore , many of the aforementioned limitations do not apply to this study . However,
the reason for concern is primarily the fact that Romanians have not generally been
highly exposed to common research techniques. Western culture and marketing has
taught consumers both how to ask questions and how to better and more fully respond to
others' queries . However, because Romanians have not been exposed to as many
marketing practices as those in the West, Romanians more often leave questions
unanswered, do not give full answers to questions, or do not explain their answers fully.
This can impinge on the interviewer's ability to interpret answers correctly and could
lead to another bias in conclusions drawn. Disregarding these effects can lead to
misleading, erroneous, and highly invalid conclusions .
Conclusion

Despite all the evidence that Romanians are now tending toward conspicuous
consumption and materialism , my research concerning the consumption of jewelry does
not confirm this theory. In fact, my findings show that Romanians are not inclined to
purchase jewelry for themselves at all but are most likely to give or to receive jewelry in
the form of gifts. My research has found this to be true because of the collectivist nature
of Romanian society. Romanians purchase jewelry not to stand out, but rather to feel a
certain sense of belonging to a particular ingroup .

17

Bibliography
Amould et al, Consumers. Mc-Graw Hill. 2002.
Belk, Russell W. "Possessions and the Extended Self," Journal of Consumer Research;
Vol. 15, 139-168. September 1988. Retrieved from JSTOR on April 17, 2004.
Clarke III, Irvine, "Extreme response style in cross-cultural research," International
Marketing Review; 2001; 18; 3; pgs 301 - 324. Retrieved from ABI/INFORM
Global on February 19, 2004.
Ger, Guliz, and Belk, Russell W., "Accounting for Materialism in Four Cultures," Journal
of Material Culture Vol. 4(2): 183 - 204. Retrieved from Ingenta Select February
19,2004.
Kemmelmeier et al, "Values, Economics, and Proenvironrnental Attitudes in 22
Societies," Cross-Cultural Research, Vol. 36 No. 3, August 2002 256 - 285.
Retrieved from Ingenta Select February 19, 2004 .
Kleine et al, "An Integrative Review of Material Possession Attachment," Academy of
Marketing Science Review. Vancouver: 2004. Vol. 2004 pg. 1
Kopytoff, Igor, "The cultural biography of things: commoditization as process," ??
Lee, Dong Yul et al, "What Makes You Happy?: A Comparison of Self-Reported Criteria
of Happiness Between Two Cultures," Social Indicators Research 50: 351 - 362,
1999. Retrieved from ABI/INFORM February 19, 2004.
Lindridge, Andrew and Dibb, Sally, "Is 'culture' a justifiable variable for market
segmentation? A cross-cultural example," Journal of Consumer Behavior; March
2003; 2, 3; pgs. 269- 286. Retrieved from ABI/INFORM Global on February 19,
2004.
Manrai et al, "A cross-cultural comparison of style in Eastern European emerging
markets," International Marketing Review 18, 3. pgs. 270- 275. Retrieved from
ABI/INFORM on April 7, 2004.
Sin, Leo Y. M., Cheung, Gordon W. H., and Lee, Ruby, "Methodology in Cross-Cultural
Research: A Review and Critical Assessment," Journal of International Consumer
Marketing; 1999; 11, 4; pgs. 75 - 96. Retrieved from ABI/INFORM Global on
February 9, 2004.

